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Libidinous Charades: The Auden-Isherwood Plays PAID AND BOUGHT BY BOTH SIDES When Auden's first properly published collection, Poems, appeared in 1930, it was prefaced by a short verse play called Paid on Both Sides. The piece had previously appeared in The Criterion in January of the same year, through T. S. Eliot's enthusiastic patronage. John Fuller calls the play 'a major influence on English poetic drama of the 'thirties', and places it alongside Eliot's Sweeney Agonistes. Yet at the same time he acknowledges that it owes little to Eliot, and concedes that the play has rarely been performed.
1
The play has indeeed little to offer to entice readers and possible producers. It is both annoyingly simplistic in its use of the most traditional of plots, the tragic love story between two members of hostile families à la Romeo and Juliet, and exaggeratedly complex when it heaps onto this clichéd structure elements of Icelandic sagas, Old English poetry (its title is already a reference to Beowulf: Pl p. xvi), Marxism, and Freudianism. Its dramatic elements include echoes of the music hall, Christmas pantomimes and mummers' play as well as the dream sequences beloved by German Expressionism and French Surrealism. Consequently, critics have tended to either give the text short shrift or attempted to hijack one of its features for a one-sided interpretation, most commonly a Marxist or psychoanalytic one.
Yet the central position as a preface to Auden's early works should attract attention to the elements that Paid on Both Sides shares with Auden's early poems. Its very title introduces the borderline that divides factions, generations, and also lovers: here, the ancient feud between the Nowers and the Shaws, whose origins are as obscure as its cause.
2 Yet it also problematises the division at the same time: there is no one side or another, but the split doubles everyone and everything (the play explicitly asks for some parts to be doubled, too). It undermines positions as well as identities, and makes both equally inauthentic and treacherous. This is clearly the dramatic equivalent of the figures of spy and secret agent in so many of Auden's early poems, who are themselves the dark mirrorimages of heroes, leaders, and airmen.
The 'Paid' of the title adds a further aspect to the divisive doubling: it signals that this is not a Romantic conflict or a metaphysical struggle of good against evil. On the contrary, the materialistic implications of 'Paid' alert the reader to the fact that the division is based on economic principles. In fact, there is no obvious paid traitor in the play at all; the term refers to the entire cast of characters, who are shown as equally entangled in a setting from which they profit, but which eventually controls them rather than being mastered by them.
The charade that forms the subtitle of the play is therefore an appropriate label for the play as well as a further complication. It seemingly removes the epic issues of the play onto the familiar domestic plane of a house party. Yet it also alerts to duplicity and internal strife as inherent features of middle-class existence. The symbolically charged setting of the play on Christmas Eve doubles this effect cunningly, Christmas being the time when charades are traditionally enacted, but also the time of Christ's birth as the saviour of mankind and the beginning of something new. Once again, a metaphysical concept of origin and presence becomes subjected to a play. But this play is hardly without rules, since it happens inside the conventions of both Englishness and the middle class. The 'new' that is so much a fetish in the writings of the 1930s as well as in Auden's early works is radically subjected to the deadening influence of tradition in Paid on Both Sides. The play begins and ends not with a rebirth, but with a death. John, born prematurely after his mother receives news of the murder of her husband, consequently inherits the family feud between the Nowers and the Shaws unwittingly. In fact, he becomes a travesty of Christ, 'an infirm king' (Pl 16).
There are no authentic positions in the play. Every personality is already predetermined by an epic plot that is beyond anyone's control. Self clearly becomes text, and a text that is not original, but the intertextual derivative of a pre-existing one. The Shaws and Nowers are primarily members of a clan whose identities are indicated as well as constituted by 'different coloured arm-bands' (Pl 14). In symbolic terms, they are ghosts from the start, since the play merely
